In an interview given a few weeks after the publication of Elise, Claire Etcherelli described her reading habits to Simone de Beauvoir. She had, she said, plundered her local libraries, but found their stock was limited to the classics. Some two weeks later Jean Gaugeard attended Dena!' s celebration of the Prix Fein ina that Elise had just been awarded, and recorded the following exchange:
-Vos plus grandes influences litteraires? -Balzac.
-Et la litterature contemporaine? -Je crois qu' il me reste encore a la decouvrir.
-Your main literary influences? -Balzac.
-And what about contemporary literature?
-I think that's something I've yet to explore. (9) A debt to Balzac and to other equally illustrious predecessors is discernible on a variety of levels in Etcherelli's work. "La vraie vie" is what is missing from Rimbaud's Hell: "Quelle vie!" laments his mad virgin, "la vraie vie est absente" ' What a life! True/real life is missing' (135). Elise's description of Barbes and the Goutte d' Or district (235) cannot but bring to mind, if only by virtue of the qualifier maudit 'accursed,' that establishment Zola placed at the corner of "la rue des Poissonniers et du boulevard de Rochechouart." In Clemence, a friend of her father quotes to Gabrielle a few lines of Les Contemplations' "Paroles sur la Dune" (86) , and as the novel closes, it is in a café on the rond-point Victor-Hugo that she begins work.
Such direct homage aside, the mere fact of setting her novels against so acclaimed a city means of course that Etcherelli can drop familiar names like so many pebbles, conscious that the ripples produced will spread far into that richest of urban mythologies. Elise Letellier, crossing the Seine as she returns to Paris to seek Arezki, cannot help thinking of the bodies that are doubtless drifting along in it (Elise 276). Over a hundred years earlier Flaubert had his nameless hero of Novembre look down at the water from the pont Neuf prey to identical sentiments (86).
And a generation later, Verlaine brusquely apostrophizes the river under whose bridges "Bien des corps ont passé, morts, horribles, pourris / Dont les Ames avaient pour meurtrier Paris" 'Many dead bodies, horrible, rotting, had floated by, their souls destroyed by Paris' (67).
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 18, Iss. 2 [1994] Elise and her brother, as mentioned earlier, take rooms in SaintDenis. She is initially there on holiday, but we are never to learn what she has been doing in the few weeks she stays prior to taking up work-from which we can assume that nothing of interest occurred.
The factory in which she will join Lucien is in the southeasternmost quartier of the south-easternmost arrondissement, the 13th. The pair take the bus. The journey to work is often referred to in the text, and various locations along the route are mentioned, from which it becomes obvious that we are on the petite ceinture, the circle line bus, skirting Paris, sticking to the city limits. It is not with her brother, then, that Elise will penetrate into Paris /la vraie vie. But on Elise's ninth day at the factory Arezki, back from sick leave, makes his appearance. That evening, for the first time, Elise attends a meeting with her brother and Anna. It is on a street on the borders of the 10th and the 19th, and is as far into Paris as Elise ever gets with anyone other than Arezki (i.e. not very far). This is an occasion for her ignorance of the city (of life) to be stressed: -C'est pour la paix en Algerie. Rue de la Grange-aux-Belles. Tu connais?
-Comment veux-tu que je connaisse? II me proposa de l'accompagner.
-It's for peace in Algeria. In the rue de la Grange-aux-Belles.
D' you know it?
-How do you expect me to know it?
He suggested that I accompany him. (138) Soon, however, and despite misgivings, Elise will agree to go for a drink with Arezki. (On this, as on most future "dates," they travel separately on the same bus, having agreed beforehand on the stop at which they will alight.) This first outing, naturally enough, sees them "sticking to the boundary,"to the city limits: they chat awkwardly, have a cup oftea at the porte des Lilas, and Arezki shakes Elise's hand and puts her on the bus at Pantin.
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The second secret rendezvous covers much the same area and much the same ground. The third meeting similarly takes the form of a walk around the Porte des Li las, but for the fourth, Arezki asks Elise to wait at the Stalingrad metro station. Stalingrad, as Elise stresses, is no longer on the borders-it is Paris itself (169). They stop in a café, mention the war briefly-and Arezki touches Elise's hand. Twice. And they talk about Paris, its geometrical structure. In fact Arezki is explaining a lot more to Elise. His brusque goodnight kiss at the underground station pleases her to the extent that she jumps out of the carriage he has just put her in and runs to the exit to try and catch up with him. She can't see him, and what she does see-a police swoop-shocks and scares her.
Elise chooses the spot for their fifth rendezvous: pone de Montreuilshe's sticking to the outer areas. That evening, in a café, Elise is very aware of the looks their being a mixed-race couple attracts (179). She is also aware of her own latent racism; never before has Arezki's skin looked so dark. Hearing hostile remarks aimed in their direction, she is close to panic and glad when they continue their walk to the end of the rue d' Avron (towards the city center). She is still, of course, learning; she has also been frightened by the aggression they encountered in the café, and resents Arezki for being the cause of it. Her reply to his query concerning where she would like to meet him on the following Monday thus has to be "Mais je ne connais pas Paris" 'But I don't know Paris' (181).
A desire not to seem always available initially causes Elise to refuse Arezki's sixth invitation. But witnessing the other women's attitude towards one of their number who is known to be seeing an Algerian serves to make clear to her the importance she attaches to her outings: "le contact de sa main quand il me quitte, et cette marche dans la nuit, je ne peux pas y renoncer" 'the touch of his hand when he leaves me, and that walk in the dark; I can't give these things up' (194 " (196) This sortie into the 8th is, however, one of the happiest moments they spend together (it is at this point that the scene before the statue of Balzac occurs). Elise seeks a way to convey her happiness. Significantly enough, she does so by expressing her affection for the town with which she has up to now repeatedly denied any intimacy: she tells Arezki that she loves Paris. Arezki responds by wishing she had instead declared that she loved him. Of course, she has, though not in so many words. From this point onwards Elise and Arezki's outings are no longer itemized in such detail, but merge into one another as the relationship grows closer. The list of these outings, which of course serves to accentuate that growth, constitutes one of the rare examples of the use of the perfect tense in the novel: the tense that, as Charles Camproux has it, governs "l'action repetee dans l' indefini" 'action repeated in an indefinite time period.' It also links those actions firmly to the present, as if to stress that such moments have indeed been lived and cannot, therefore, ever be taken away: Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 18, Iss. 2 [1994] , Art. 5 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol18/iss2/5 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1349
With the last few areas mentioned, the pair have obviously made it into the heart of Paris. Their growing affection and attraction for each other is depicted by means of glowing descriptions of the city (202). As Elise discovers desire and her own sexual identity, the city, whose erotic appeal for the Maghrebian immigrant has already been stressed, is (repeatedly) penetrated. And thus it is Arezki, the leading figure in both her real and her ideal lives, who forces Elise to leave the sidelines and move towards that coming to awareness, a process mirrored throughout by her abandoning of the city limits and guided exploration of the city. When simultaneously he disappears and Lucien dies, progress is no longer possible. Elise and Henri bury Lucien near the Mantes convalescent home and drive back, Henri respecfully breaking the silence only once to say: "Voici Paris. Je vous conduis directement chez vous, n'est-ce pas? Nous allons prendre les boulevards exterieurs, ce sera plus rapide" 'Here's Paris. I'll drive you straight home, o.k? We'll take the circular, it'll be quicker' (274; my stress). Elise once again is on the outer edge, skirting the city as she did on first arriving there.'
This final journey around Paris, taking the route of the petite ceinture, sees Elise move from an initial optimism, a belief that Arezki can and will be found, through pessimism, to total despair-and each mood shift is linked to the areas they drive through, the monuments they pass, the bridge they cross. Thus the Cite universitaire, the student residences, as symbol of learning, inspires hope in an Elise who has retained a nevety in certain respects-"La vie d'un homme, elle a du poids ici" 'A man's life counts for something here' (275)-but the pont National, from which she has often admired the fairy lights of the city, crosses a Seine from which more than one of history's disappeared have been pulled. The boulevard Poniatowski and the bourgeois aspirations of its working-class inhabitants (276) is no more reassuring: "la vie d'un Arabe est de quel prix ici?" 'What price an Arab's life here?' (276).
Finally they enter the tunnel under the porte de la Villette, and Elise finally allows herself to admit despair: "Je pressens que je ne verrai plus jamais Arezki" 'I have the feeling that I will never see Arezki again' (277) .
Two weeks later Elise will leave Paris and return to Bordeaux. "La vraie vie" will have lasted nine months (279). Grieving, once again a provincial outsider, she is now nevertheless a survivor. In this novel in particular, the acquiring of awareness, that prise de conscience, is indistinguishable from an acquiring of Paris. The cityscape is not only a backdrop but becomes a psychological, mythical entity. Elise has found and benefited from "la vraie vie." Put another way, she has got the measure of Paris. She has become streetwise.
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